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History in the Australian Curriculum F-10: Providing answers without 
asking questions. 
Deborah Henderson 
Introduction 
The first phase of the Australian Curriculum was endorsed, with certain qualifications, by state and 
territory ministers at the Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth 
Affairs (MCEECDYA) meeting on 8 December, 2010. Given that no other nation with a federal 
system of education has a national curriculum (Fensham, 2011), this could be regarded as a significant 
achievement. At one level, the MCEECDYA decision is in keeping with the Coalition of Australian 
Governments’ (COAG) broader policy agenda for a range of initiatives aimed at promoting greater 
consistency across the states and territories in matters such as health and education, amongst others.  
At another level, it could be argued that some of the ground work for this decision was established 
over the past two decades through a range of cooperative national curriculum projects across the states 
and territories.  
Many social science and humanities educators will be aware of positive outcomes of the national 
inquiry into civics and citizenship education (Civics Expert Group, 1994) and the development of the 
Discovering Democracy project (Curriculum Corporation, 1997); the establishment of the Asia 
Education Foundation in 1992 and its Access Asia program (Asia Education Foundation, 1995); the 
national inquiry into school history and the focus of the Commonwealth History Project, (Taylor, 
2000). Similarly, the Values Education Study (DEST, 2003) commissioned by Minister for Education, 
Science and Training at the time, prompted the National framework for values education in Australian 
schools (DEST, 2005) and a range of funded projects across all systems of education in Australia. The 
largest of these projects, the Values Education Good Practice Schools (VEGPSP), encompassed  
schools from all sectors across all states and territories, and during its two phases, involved over 
100,000 school students and 10,000 teachers (DEST, 2006; DEEWR, 2008). Despite the rich 
outcomes of such national collaborative projects, efforts since the 1980s to achieve a national 
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curriculum in Australia have not met with success, hence the significance of the MCEECDYA 
decision of 8 December, 2008. 
Yet the idea of a national curriculum that is accessible to all young Australians, regardless of their 
socio-economic background or specific school context, is contested with arguments for and against it 
in Australia remaining reasonably consistent. Advocates stress consistency and comparability issues 
between the states and territories with reference to education outcomes and retention rates. Those 
opposed, question whether a national curriculum will make any difference to outcomes and retention 
rates in Australian schools and emphasise the need to reconceptualise, integrate and streamline the 
core curriculum. According to Reid (2009), the rationale provided for this curriculum is limited and 
fails to address the key question: “What is it about Australia in a globalising world that makes a 
national curriculum so important?” (p. 7). These debates about a national curriculum run deep and are 
not “merely academic – they are debates about a nation’s soul. About its values. About its beliefs” 
(Kennedy, 2009 p. 6). And such uncertainty about the national curriculum project resonates in yet a 
further set of debates about the processes and decision making which resulted in the most recent 
version of the Australian Curriculum: History (ACARA, 2010b).  
History is included in the first phase of the Australian curriculum and this attempt to prescribe what is 
taught and learnt in history classrooms across the nation raises many questions as “no other discipline 
has its portals so wide open to the general public as history” (Huizinga, 1960, p. 39). For nations are 
imaginary communities (Anderson, 1983) and exist in our minds and the construction of national 
histories are formative to fostering a sense of community, of nationality, and a sense of nationalism. 
Stories from the past help provide what Anderson described as “profound emotional legitimacy” 
(1983, p. 6). And, as Attwood notes, “securing the past in the present is seen as critical to securing the 
future” (2005, p. 12).  
Asking questions about the answers provided -  the ‘Australia in a world history approach’ 
Attwood’s (2005) observation raises the first of many questions addressed in this introduction and 
elaborated in the set of four papers that follow. For example, the rationale for this history syllabus 
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establishes a “world history approach within which the history of Australia is taught” (ACARA, 
2010b, p. 1). Will this national history curriculum deliver on the visionary and future-oriented promise 
of the agreed policy which informs the Australian curriculum project, and all other national and state 
initiatives, the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (MCEETYA, 
2008)? And, given that History is always taught with an eye on the future, is what is prescribed in this 
document cognisant of the profound changes unfolding in our part of the world? Another obvious 
question relates to what sort of Australian story the curriculum writers encapsulated in the structure 
and sequence of topics for investigation.  What ‘version’ of the nation’s past and whose stories are 
represented in the Australian Curriculum: History (ACARA, 2010b)? And what ‘other’ nations’ 
stories, events and phenomena from the past will our students investigate?  
 
Before addressing these questions, as they are raised by each of the four papers that follow with 
reference to history from the Foundation Year to Year 10, it is apposite to note that the curriculum’s 
chronological focus is designed so that students will not encounter the repetition of topics for 
investigation. As well, this history  curriculum makes a serious attempt to “develop an understanding 
of the past and present experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, their identity and 
the continuing value of their culture” (ACARA, 2010b, p. 1). From the early years of Foundation, 
students have the opportunity to explore family structures, oral traditions and the significance of 
‘Welcome to Country’, whilst in Year One students can engage with the concept of kinship and learn 
about Indigenous seasonal calendars. This emphasis continues so that by Year Three students will 
explore language groups and the symbolism of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander flags, and in 
Year Four, the nature of contact between Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islanders with Macassans and 
Europeans is investigated. 
 
 Furthermore, there is a real attempt to embed aspects of the cross curriculum priority, Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures, “as part of the shared history belonging to all Australians” 
(ACARA, 2010b, p. 9) in the year levels that follow so that students in the early, middle and upper 
years  can study aspects of  Australia’s Indigenous Histories. For example, in Year Seven, as part of 
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their inquiry into the earliest human communities, students are able to focus on Australia’s past in the 
ancient period and consider the nature of the sources available for an investigation into the remains of 
human occupation. The curriculum suggests examples for inquiry, such as the discovery of Mungo 
Woman in 1969, as well as consideration of archaeological tools, such as radio-carbon dating, so that 
students are able to draw conclusions about the longevity of human occupation at Lake Mungo. Whilst 
in Year Ten, students can investigate the struggles of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples for 
rights and freedoms. It is to be hoped that this welcomed positioning of Indigenous Histories for 
investigation in the curriculum will encourage teachers to embrace these opportunities, and that they 
will not be “reluctant to touch on aspects of Indigenous history because they’re not comfortable 
speaking about someone else’s experience” (Clark, 2008, p. 80). However, as will be seen with other 
aspects of the history curriculum, the quality of the enacted curriculum will depend on teacher 
expertise. 
 
In providing an insider’s view of the processes that produced various incarnations of the curriculum, 
Brian Hoepper’s paper suggests that the promises of the Shape of the Australian Curriculum: History 
(ACARA, 2010a), the document that informed the curriculum writers, gradually diminished as each 
version of the curriculum was devised so that ultimately, its future-oriented promises were not 
fulfilled.  
Future regional and international contexts 
Whilst it must be acknowledged that decision making about ‘what content’ is included, and by 
corollary ‘left out’ of the curriculum, is especially challenging, given the tradition of state and 
territory-based autonomy in such matters, the most glaring example of the curriculum’s ‘unfulfilled 
promise’ is evident in the fact that the current draft to Year Ten does not provide teachers with the 
opportunity to investigate the history of China or India after 1918.  How could the curriculum writers 
conceive of drafting a syllabus in the core curriculum to Year Ten that prevents Australian students 
from studying the re-emergence of China and India, let alone investigate the recent histories of some 
other significant neighbours in the Asian region such as Indonesia and Vietnam?   Far more emphasis 
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should be placed on the nations of Asia as significant in recent world history, and Australian students 
need opportunities to investigate the ways in which a ‘European heritage’ was one of many heritages 
in the region. This was made clear in the Melbourne Declaration on the National Goals for Schooling 
in Australia, which noted that “India, China and other Asian nations are growing and their influence 
on the world is increasing. Australians need to become ‘Asia literate’, engaging and building strong 
relationships with Asia” (MCEETYA, 2008, p. 4). Such awareness of the need to educate young 
Australians about the nations of our region has been advocated in a range of policy documents since 
1969 (Henderson, 2003). 
Moreover, the world is on the cusp of profound international shifts which will have strategic, 
economic and cultural ramifications for Australia. As Wesley (2011a) most recently put it, this 
dynamic will produce a world that is unfamiliar and challenging.  For not only will China and India 
emerge as dynamic and powerful world economies, so too will Indonesia and Vietnam. Furthermore, 
nations such as India, Indonesia and Vietnam, will look for ways to buffer and constrain Chinese 
hegemony in the Asian region through alliances that include the United States. Wesley makes a cogent 
argument for how underprepared Australia is for this complex regional and international environment 
despite the fact that we have “done extremely well out of the rise of Asia” (Wesley, 2011b, p. 6)  as in 
the past two decades the Australian economy has tripled in size and the average citizen’s wealth 
almost doubled. According to Wesley  
paradoxically, during the decades in which Australia internationalised, its society has 
become steadily more insular. Instead of investing in our capacities to understand and 
engage with the world, we’ve starved them ... this will further cut into our ability to build 
the intellectual infrastructure we need to understand and converse with the societies that 
have become so important to us  (p. 6).  
The fact that the curriculum writers missed the opportunity to firmly embed Asia in the history 
curriculum is confounding. And it is also puzzling as Asia and Australia’s engagement with Asia is 
one of the Australian curriculum’s three cross-curriculum priorities. This specific priority aims to 
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embed an understanding of Asia that underpins the capacity of Australian students to be active and 
informed citizens so that they may work effectively in different contexts and contribute to Australia’s 
social, intellectual and creative capital.  
Furthermore, the composition of Australian society is changing in response to immigration, much of 
which is from the Asian region. It is estimated that by 2015 almost half of all school children will be 
either born overseas, or have a parent born overseas (Jakubowicz, 2009).  Young Australians will need 
to broaden their understanding of the ways in which Australia’s cultural diversity has developed in the 
latter half of the twentieth century. Similarly, students will need to understand and appreciate how 
historical developments in the Asian region are distinctive and warrant investigation in their own right.  
As Milner (2011) put it recently 
We need to help students to see how Asian developments – Asian trajectories – often 
differ from those encountered in Europe. We need to note how the ‘Dark Age’ in one 
region might not be the ‘Dark Age’ in another region; how social and political systems 
and ideals can vary greatly from one society to another; how Asian polities sometimes 
responded to European expansion in creative ways. Such analysis does not play down 
European history – it enhances the study of Europe by placing that study in a comparative 
perspective (p. 7). 
It can be argued that the development of a comparative perspective is necessary if the curriculum’s 
world history approach is to be fully realised. Moreover, a comparative perspective also provides rich 
opportunities for students to come to terms with one of the core components of historical 
understanding, the concept of contestability. Yet as Hoepper notes in his paper, apart from a hyperlink 
to its definition, the only reference to contestability in the Australian Curriculum: History (ACARA, 
2010b) is its listing with other historical concepts in each of the year level historical skills descriptors 
for Years 7-10. It is concerning that contestability is not emphasised in the curriculum’s content, given 
that interpretations about the past are open to debate. For example, it was not long ago that Eurocentric 
and Anglocentric narratives of the past were the dominant discourses in history texts used in 
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Australian schools. The F-10 history curriculum should provide opportunities for students to critique 
some of the assumptions that informed the construction of these accounts, and to engage also with a 
range of historiographical approaches, so they can appreciate the ways in which historical narratives 
can be contested. The Australian curriculum presents a strategic moment to embed Asia in the history 
curriculum and prepare our students for a future shaped by the emerging regional and international 
contexts that Wesley forecasts (2011a). Sadly, what we currently have could be termed a “reprise of 
the curriculum of the past” (Reid, 2009, p. 14). 
Student understanding about the syntax of the discipline and the experience in the United 
Kingdom 
It could be argued that the positioning of history as one of four fundamental academic domains in the 
first phase of the Australian Curriculum is indicative of a view iterated in Australian cultural debates 
(Henderson, 2008) in recent years that history has both value and utility for society as a whole, and is 
of particular significance in the education and socialisation of young Australians. However, as Lee 
(2006) warns us, there is also an assumption that history education is often thought of as “a relatively 
straightforward matter” (p. 129) when the research evidence “suggests otherwise” (p. 130). History 
curriculums in Australia have been transformed in the past thirty years to reflect the distinctive 
characteristics of the discipline and mirror the ways in which professional historians engage with 
evidence to emphasise inquiry based approaches to the investigation of the past in the classroom. 
Advocates of history in the curriculum emphasise its capacity to develop the critical thinking of future 
citizens based on sensitivity to the problem of fact (truth and falsehood) and to the existence of 
different viewpoints on complex problems. Awareness of the fact that many of today's issues have 
arisen in other times and other cultural settings is a key element in the intelligent search for solutions 
to contemporary problems and meeting future challenges. Basic historical knowledge provides citizens 
with a sense of the rich resources of human endeavour that can be drawn from the experiences of 
people in other times and other cultures. 
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The historian’s heuristic techniques utilize a mix of inquiry, critical thinking, empathy and historical 
imagination. In epistemological terms, the knowledge that is produced from this process is open to 
reflection and revision, since it is largely interpretive and influenced by the viewpoints and 
perspectives of the individual who produced it. Such knowledge is also tentative and debatable, given 
the values at play in the past and the present. Furthermore, the dominant principles and beliefs of time 
and culture, together with assumptions about normative standards, can be identified in the ways 
language is used to convey meaning in certain contexts. Such usage can develop into powerful 
perceptions or ‘truths’ and becomes embedded in official discourses such as official histories and 
curriculum documents. As noted earlier, it is important for students to develop the capacity to critique 
the representations of the past they encounter in those multiple, competing narrative accounts of it 
together with the primary and secondary sources available for the study of the past. This is both 
challenging and complex for students. It is disappointing then, as Hoepper points out, that some 
significant historical concepts are diminished in the current draft syllabus, notably, contestability and 
empathy. This has the potential to diminish the quality of the sort of powerful ideas required for an 
appreciation of the study of the past and also for twenty-first century citizenship.  
Brian Hoepper’s paper refers to research on student understandings about learning in history in the 
United Kingdom, notably the Concepts of History and Teaching Approaches (Chata) project. This 
project found that students find it challenging to understand the ways in which the study of history can 
approach the past. Most significantly, the findings from the Chata project suggest that “when students 
are taught with the aim of enabling them to make sense of history, as well as the past, there is evidence 
that they can acquire powerful ideas” (Lee, 2006, p. 155).  
The potential impact of a discipline-specific approach 
This focus on teaching in a way that enables student to learn about the syntax of the discipline, raises 
another set of questions. Is the Australian Curriculum: History constructed in a way that it provides 
teachers with the opportunity to devise inquiry topics and depth studies which allow students to 
investigate the past in a way that engages and excites their imagination? And, of course, what skills 
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will these teachers require to interpret and teach this curriculum?  The latter is especially complex, 
when we consider that many teachers in the primary and lower secondary school are not history 
specialists.  
Cohorts of Australian teachers have taught variations of social sciences, social education and the 
humanities since the 1970s, and since 1991, the nomenclature and integrated of design of Studies of 
Society and Environment (SOSE) as a key learning area has informed school based variations of this 
approach. SOSE enabled diverse classroom practice across Australia within the structure of each state 
and territory curricula. De Leo’s (2007) schema is useful in capturing the richness of teaching and 
learning in such classrooms where teachers drew upon their professional judgement to adapt 
disciplinary, multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary approaches through the SOSE 
framework. Hence, the decision to implement a discipline-specific approach to the national curriculum 
presents particular challenges to teachers in the primary and middle years of schooling.  
Mallihai Tambyah’s paper examines this concern with reference to the Australian Curriculum and 
Assessment Reporting Authority’s (ACARA) broader claims that an overarching integrative structure 
is established within the discipline-based approach to curriculum via the architecture of the general 
capabilities and the cross curriculum priorities. Put simply, ACARA claims that whilst the curriculum 
is discipline based, this is one of only three dimensions.  For example, in a recent interview, ACARA 
Chair, Barry McGraw (2011) suggests  
we can embrace general capabilities that are particularly important in the 21st Century 
without abandoning well established discipline based ways of knowing. We can also 
provide protection to current issues, such as those captured in our cross-curriculum 
priorities, that we believe should be an important part of the world view offered to young 
Australians (p. 2).  
However, Tambyah questions whether the discipline-specific approach really does justice to the 
Melbourne Declaration’s emphasis on developing “deep knowledge in the disciplines” that provide 
the foundation for “interdisciplinary approaches to innovation and complex problem-solving” 
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(MCEETYA, 2008, p. 13). In addressing the challenges of promoting interdisciplinary learning in the 
middle years through the Australian curriculum history, Tambyah draws upon interviews with seven 
middle school teachers to argue that teachers with sound disciplinary expertise can use integrated 
frameworks effectively to teach history. Also, she contends that teaching history within an integrated 
framework has the capacity to meet the educational needs of middle school students. 
Demographic shifts and diverse learners  
Another concern associated with the nation curriculum concerns demographic change. During the next 
decade, the teaching profession in Australia will be transformed as large numbers of teachers retire 
and new teachers enter the profession. There is broad consensus that teacher quality is the single most 
important in-school factor influencing student learning outcomes (OECD, 2005). Will universities be 
able to prepare enough teachers to meet the demands for the number of history specialists required, 
and what professional development will be provided for those well-intentioned non specialist teachers 
who lack discipline knowledge and are allocated history classes to teach?  Teachers and teacher-
educators also should be mindful of another significant issue associated with implementation. As all 
Australian students will soon be obliged to study history, the history classroom will be composed of a 
more diverse group of learners, representing greater variation in learning styles and motivation.  
 Whilst the writers of the most recent draft of the curriculum made firm claims about the nature, 
purpose and utility of school history that are now in the public domain, and statements of the relevance 
and importance of history are included in each version of the national curriculum, such concepts and 
beliefs about the value of history in the curriculum will be imposed upon the learner. This raises the 
question of whether all cohorts of learners ‘learn best’ through discipline-specific approaches.  
The future of holistic approaches in the primary school  
Ruth Reynold’s paper makes particular reference to this issue in the primary school. She argues that a 
strong discipline-focussed approach to teaching this level of education undermines the holistic and 
learner centred approach to education in the primary years.  Reynold’s paper also makes reference to 
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the outcomes of the national curriculum experiment in the United Kingdom where History was made a 
compulsory subject within the National Curriculum from 1991. As noted in Hoepper’s paper, studies 
have shown that the value and purpose of History has not been transmitted to students, despite the 
importance of History forming an essential part of the rhetoric justifying the position of the subject as 
a key discipline in the national curriculum. Furthermore, recent reports in the United Kingdom call for 
more opportunities for school-based integrated approaches. The 2009 Rose Review, for example, 
emphasised that students need opportunities to see the connectivity in their learning so they can 
actually “use and apply what they have learned from the discrete teaching of subjects” (DSCF [Rose 
Review], 2009, p. 16). Reynolds reiterates this in her paper in terms of students viewing learning as an 
authentic experience. This emphasis on providing ways for students to understand the links and 
potential applications of their knowledge as they learn was echoed in the findings of other reports, 
such as the Cambridge Primary Review (Alexander, ed., 2009). This Report argued for a thirty percent 
time allocation for the curriculum to be planned according to local needs and interests rather than be 
prescribed the central curriculum authority.  
 Reasoning and imagination 
In the most optimistic paper in this collection, John Whitehouse reminds us of the significance of 
teacher agency in bringing the curriculum to life in the classroom.  First, Whitehouse argues that the 
decision to focus on disciplinary learning in the national curriculum allows teachers to move beyond 
what he views as a limited and incomplete version of history that was offered in the SOSE key 
learning area strand as time, continuity and change.  Whitehouse points to the potential for students to 
rigorously interrogate historical sources and engage with substantive and procedural knowledge (Lee 
& Ashby, 2000). He also emphasises the potential of research-based models of historical thought 
developed by Seixas (1997a) in Canada and Carla van Drie and Jannet van Boxtel (2008) in the 
Netherlands, amongst others, to remind us that teaching students to engage in disciplined thought 
(Wineburg, 2001) fosters their capacity for  historical thinking and reasoning.  
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Second, Whitehouse addresses an issue of concern to teachers of history from Foundation to Year 10, 
namely, their capacity to implement the national curriculum and bring it to life in meaningful ways in 
the classroom. By focusing on the potential of creating learning experiences that foster reasoning and 
the historical imagination, Whitehouse contends that the enacted curriculum will enable students to 
vicariously imagine the past in the history classroom. The notion that we can reconstruct knowledge 
about the past in a way that relies on the historical imagination was developed by the historian and 
philosopher, R.G. Collingwood (1946/1994). He argued that as we cannot observe human events that 
have already taken place, we must therefore, imagine them. Collingwood claimed that a historian 
must, necessarily, use his or her imagination to reconstruct and understand the past.  Similarly, Seixas 
(1997b, p. 123) contends that this capacity to gain a perspective on the past that is empathetic involves  
the ability to see and understand the world from a perspective not our own. In that sense, 
it requires us to imagine ourselves in the position of another. However – and this is 
crucial – such imagining must be firmly based on historical evidence if it is to have any 
meaning. 
Conclusion 
The Australian Curriculum: History’s ‘answer’ to the question of what sort of curriculum our students 
require has been to provide a “world history approach within which the history of Australia is taught” 
(ACARA, 2010b, p. 1). It remains to be seen whether this ‘answer’ addresses those broader questions 
about the challenges Australia faces in a globalising world (Reid, 2009; Wesley 2011a & b). The 
responsibility to teach history in ways that are meaningful and worthwhile  - and also address the 
needs of young Australians whilst preparing them for the future - falls on teachers. And as Day (2004, 
p. 155) reminds us, “the best teachers at all levels are those who have a strong intellectual and 
emotional commitment both to their field and to their students”. Yet, as each of these papers that 
follow indicate, many challenges lie ahead for teachers as they prepare to implement this history 
curriculum. 
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